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ABSTRACT 

Opinions of 162 University of Pittsburgh faculty 
concerning the basic academic skill levels of undergraduates now 
attending the university were surveyed in 1981. A majority of the 
respondents felt that the 1980 undergraduates possess basic skills 
levels that are lower than the comparable cohort of 1970. They felt 
J£l Hfli!*** 1 » S "? wer V n siting ability, spelling, and reading. 
The predominant opinion for a decline in the basic skills levels of 
entering students was that their high school preparation in the basic 
skills was inadequate. Nearly one-third ©f the respondents felt that 
there was a deemphasis on basic skills mastery in modern society. 
Most of the respondents stated that developmental courses and 
services should be offered by institutions of higher education, and 
about 58 percent favored not granting credits toward graduation for 
basic skills coursework, whil* about 42 percent favored the granting 
of credit to some degree. Just under half of the respondents would 
consider assigning a toxt that integrates traditional course content 
with learning aids to benefit students with deficient skills, while 
the majority favored assigning a study skills textbook that teaches 
undergraduates the specific reading, writing, and study skills 
required for the successful mastery of the subject matter in a 
specific discipline. If the university were to offer an inservice 
education program to help faculty in working effectively with 
students who have inadequate skills, about 51 percent of the 
respondents would be interested, and about 47 percent would not. 
( SW) 



**********************************1 l *1 t 1 l 1 t 1 t 1 t 1 t1l1l 1 l 1 l1l1l1l1t1t1t1t1t1l1l1l1l1l1l1l1t1t1t1t1t1l1l1l1l 

* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made 

from the original document. 
************************mn l ****i l i l i t i l i t i t i t1t1t i l i l i l i l i l ^ itititit1l1l1l1l1l1l1litititititit1l1l1l1i1i1iii 



Sil if I |I| MATERIAL HAS BELNGFMiNTEI^By 

J iff FACULTY OPINIONS OF STUDENTS* BASIC SKILLS 



■JH| fi L 

I I 5 S I I - I ! i I ' I A SUrV6y ReP<>rt f CLONAL RESOURCES 

III Jiff I I 5 * , '^FORMATION CENTER (Effl^^ 

•fSSAiIlli lil The Lan 9 u ages of the Disciplines Project 

3 ji ffni iii 

w 't. i • 

In March 1981 a questionnaire was mailed to 475 facult- members of the 
University of Pittsburgh, asking their opinions of the basic academic skill levels 
of undergraduates now attending the University. The members of the sample were \ 
selected by drawing every fifth name on a computer printout of faculty members. If 
a person did not serve 1n a school which taught undergraduates, the name was elim- 
inated from the process. Although faculty members teaching undergraduates were 
targeted as the primary recipients of the questionnaires, changes in teaching 
positions on the part of some faculty members resulted in responses from some grad- . 
uate level Instructors also. 

Of the 475 questionnaires, 184 were returned, and 162 of these were used in 
our data analysis. Twenty-four questionnaires were returned by faculty members 
who did not teach undergraduates. They noted this and completed no other part of . 
the survey. For any given question there was a range of usable responses from 
134 to 162. This report is a summary of the responses to the questions. Each 
question is listed and followed by a narrative summary and tables when appropriate. 

Faculty ranks and the schools of the respondents were cross- tabulated with 
the responses to each question. The number and percentage of questionnaires 
returned by faculty members from each school are reported 1n Table I and from 
each faculty rank in Table II. Much of the data as presently categorized are 
unsuitable for ch1-square analysis, and the task of performing all of the possible 
analyses was too great, considering the limited scope of this report. 

Because of the aforementioned difficulty in analyzing the data statistically, 
the cross-tabulations have been descriptively analyzed for the purposes of this 




TABLE I 

QUESTIONNAIRES RETURNED FROM 
SCHOOLS WITHIN THE UNIVERSITY 




Schools tha Provide Undergraduate and Graduate Professional Training 

Arts and Sciences 
Education 
Engineering 
Nursing 
Social Work 
Business 

Library and Information 

Science 
Health Related Professions 
Pharmacy 



98 
16 
10 
9 

3 
3 



3 
3 
1 



Group Subtotal 



146 



Law 

Public and International 

Affairs 
Medicine 
Public Health 
Dental Medicine 



Group Subtotal 



Miscellaneous Returns 



2 
2 
2 
2 

11 



00.4 
9.9 
6.2 

5.6 
1.9 
1.9 



1.9 
1.9 
0.6 



90.3 



Schools that Provide Graduate Professional Training Only 



1.9 

1.2 
1.2 
1.2 
1.2 

6.7 



General Studies 
L1 brary 
Unknown 


1 

2 
2 


0.6 
1.2 
1.2 


Subtotal 


5 


3.0 


TOTAL 


162 


100.0 
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report. Observable trends by faculty rank or by school are mentioned In the de- 
scription of the responses to a 3 1ven question. Since there were very few re- 
spondents from several schools within the University, all schools were grouped 
together for the purposes of the analysis shown 1n Table II. 

TABLE II 

RETURNED QUESTIONNAIRES AS A FUNCTION 
OF FACULTY RANKING 



Rank 


Number Returned 


Percent of Total 
Returns 


Professor 


48 


29.6% 


Associate Professor 


5C 


34.6 


Assistant Professor 


42 


25.9 


Instructor 


8 


4.9 


Lecturer 


5 


3.1 


Other 


3 


1.9 



TOTAL 



162 



100.0 



Considering the fact that this questionnaire was sent out within the University 
of Pittsburgh only, 1t 1s not unexpected that most zf the respondents stated that they 
are currently teaching at a research university (84.4%). What 1s surprising Is that a 
minority of respondents selected other options. A number noted that they were teaching 
at either a comprehensive university (non-doctorate granting) (05.8%) or a liberal 
arts college (05.8%). 

The researchers were also interested in whether the respondents had served in Owher 
types of educational settings. Most of the faculty noted tliat they have taught 
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at a research university (88.9%); yet, a sizeable number have also taught 1n other 
types of Institutions. Nearly a quarter of the respor.den.ts (23.5%) have taught at a 
liberal arts college and 16.7% of the faculty served at a comprehensive university 
or college. In addition, a minority of the respondents taught at either the secondary 
school level (16.7%) or in on elementary school (05.6%). Thus, it appears that the 
vast majority of the respondents to this survey based their opinions on experiences 
at the University level. 

Most faculty (52.8%), full professors particularly, had been teaching at the 
University for ten years or longer. This means that the majority of respondents have 
been able to observe students within the Institution for the time period covered by 
this questionnaire. Approximately 11% of the respondents have been at Pitt between 
seven and ten years. For the most part, this group was comprised of associate pro- 
fessors. Over a third of the respondents have been teaching at P1tt less than seven 
years (34.6%). As would be expected^ nstructors and assistant professors 
tended to have lesser amounts of service at the Institution. 

A majority of the faculty (70%) have been teaching at Institutions of higher edu- 
cation for ten years or longer. Consequently, an even larger majority of the respon- 
dents have been able to observe the skills levels of undergraduate students for the 
ten-year time period covered by this questionnaire. Only 07.5% of the respondents 
have been teaching at the college level for less than four years. A slightly larger 
number of respondents have been serving four to six years (11.3%) or between seven 
years and nine years (10.6%). 

Three quarters of the respondents have taught either upper division (79.6%) or 
lower division (74.7%) college courses during the ten years preceding the date of the 
survey. In addition, 74.7% of the respondents ..ave taught graduate level courses. 
A minority of the respondents had teaching experiences with nontraditional college 
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offerings, such as community education courses (14.2%), adult basic education 
rervlces (07.4X) or college readiness Institutes (03.1%). 

In these pages, each of the questionnaire Items 1s listed and 1s followed by 
a presentation of the responses provided by the faculty members participating 1n 
the survey. Whenever necessary tables are provided for clarity. In addition, 
selected comments and suggestions from respondents are provided for several items. 
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Quest1on K °° es av erage college student of 1980/81 have the same 
competencies 1n the basic skiVls as his counterpart 
of 1970? s ^ 

A majority of the respondents were of the opinion that the undergraduate 
students of 1980 possess basic skills levels that are lower than the comparable 
cohort of 1970. As the data 1n Table m details, the largest numbers of 
responses Indicate that students' skill levels have fallen 1n five of the seven 
categories. The greatest number of responses 1n..th1_s. categoiy was noted for a 
decrease 1n writing ability (62.6*) followed respectively by spelling (55.2X), 
reading (51X), study habits, speech and arithmetic. It 1s noted that 40% of the 
respondents felt that arithmetic skills were not relevant to their teaching 
duties; however, a majority of those using arithmetic 1n their classes noied a 
decline 1r, basic skills levels. For each skill area, a respectable percentage of 
respondents believed that the skills levels remained stable over the ten >3ars. 
In fact, 1n one case (speech) nearly 55X favored this response. Few faculty members 
Indicated that the skills levels Increased between 1970 and 1980. Several faculty 
members, however, noted that they were not teaching 1n the 1970's and thus could not 
answer the question. One faculty member did not respond to the question because 
the assessment of students 1n that department 1s via machine graded exams. 
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TABLE III 

FACULTY OPINIONS ON CHANGES IN STUDENT BASIC SKILLS LEVELS 

BETWEEN 1970 AND 1980 



Percentage of Faculty Reporting that the 

Basic Skills Levels of Current Undergraduates are 



Skills Number of 
Area Responses 


Hlqher than the 
Skills levels 

of their 
predecessors 


About the same 
as the skill?" 
levels of their 
predecessors 


Lower than the 
skills levels 
of their 
predecessors 


Not rplpvAnt 

to my 
teaching 
duties 


Reading 147 


3.4% 


40.81 


51. OX 


4. 82 


Writing 147 


3.4 


27.9 


62.6 


6.1 


Speech 146 


4.8 


54.8 


34.2 


6.2 


Spelling 145 


3.5 


34.5 


55.2 


6.9 


Arithmetic 144 


3.5 


26.4 


29.2 


41.0 


Study Habits 146 


8.2 


37.7 


48.6 


5.5 


Average 

Basic Skills 148 


2.7 


33.1 


60. 1 


4.1 



Faculty members from schools providing some sort of professional training tended 
to Indicate that skills levels held constant rather than dropped. It is possible 
that these faculty members are working with only the most capable students because 
of selectivity operating in relation to competition for professional school admission. 
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SaStloiLl. Nhlch of the following helped you to for™ your current 
opinions about the basic skills levels of under- 
graduate students? Check all the responses that apply. 
The majority (77.6*) of the faculty members responding to this Hem formed 
their current opinions about the basic skills levels of undergraduate students on 
the basis of their personal assessments of students' class work and their Informal 
Interaction with the students. Another major Influence (59.2*) of the Instructors' 
opinions was their discussions with other professionals fro- within the same 
discipline. In fact, a clear majority of the responses are factors Influenced by 
individual interaction between faculty members and their students or between faculty 
members and their colleagues. A few- said they were Influenced by press (19.8J) or by 
TV commercials (11.1%). Additional responses to this Item are detailed In Table IV. 

Since each respondent was permitted to select ,11 of the Influential options, the 
data In Table IV Is reported In two ways: (1) the percentages of faculty m^ers 
choosing a particular response out of the total number of respondents (n-162) to 
Item number two and (2) the percentage of the faculty meters choosing a particular ' 
option out of the total number of faculty responses (n,441) to the ten options In 
Item two. This procedure will be followed with similar Items throughout the body 
of this report. , 

QueSti0n 3 - In y° ur °P 1n1 <>n what are the three major reasons for the 
decline In the basic skills levels of entering students? 
Please put a check by the three most Important factors 
pertaining to the decline. 
The predominant opinion offered for a decline 1n the basic skills levels of 
entering students was that their high school preparation in the basic skills was 
inadequate (53. 13). Nearly one-third of the respondents felt that there was a 
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TABLE IV 

FACTORS INFLUENCING FACULTY OPINIONS ON BASIC SKILLS LEVELS 



Factors Influencing Opinions 



Personal assessment of your 
current students based on 
class assignments and 
Informal Interaction 

Discussions with professionals 
In your discipline 

Discussions with professionals 
outside your discipline 

Personal experience with a 
public school system 

Personal reading 1n the 
popular press 

Professional reading 1n 
journals, monographs, 
books, etc. 

Discussions with people not 
associated with higher 
education 

Viewing reports on television 

Papers presented at 
professional conferences 

Other 



Number of 
Responses 



126 
96 
59 
35 
32 

28 

21 
18 

14 
12 



Percen tages of 
Faculty Selecting 
this Response 
[n - 162] 



77.6% 

59.2 

36.4 

21.6 

19.8 

17.3 

12.9 
11.1 

08.6 
07.4 



rerCentSqe of 
the Total Number 
of Responses 
[n « 441 



28. 6% 

21.7 

13.4 

07.9 

07.3 

06.3 

04.8 
04.1 

03.2 
02.7 
100.0 
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de«n>has1s of basic sk'lls mastery by modem society. 

Table V demonstrates that three of the six most frequently cited reasons 
ultimately become functions of or factors m pr e -college education. As might be 
expected, a number of the. respondents believe that an overindulgence In tele- 
vision viewing by today's young people adversely affects their performance In the 
basic skllTs (20.4%). This reason may be linked to another of the six most com- 
monly cited factors, the desire by today's students for Immediate self- 
gratification (17.3%). 

Respondents from professional training areas tended to dte various other 
reasons In greater proportions than the modal response level for each possible 
answer. ' For example, respondents from the School of Education tended to blame 
lack of parent/societal support for education more than others. Several of the 
respondents who provided written responses noted that students now have lower levels 
of self-discipline and a less developed sense of responsibility than did their 
predecessors. 

quest1on 4 - Snould Institutions of higher education provide remedial 
development education for students lacking the adequate 
levels nf basic skills needed to succeed 1n college? 
Most of the respondents stated that developmental courses and services should 
be offered by Institutions of higher education. This group can be divided Into three 
subgroups based on the specific nature of their responses. A plurality of the re- 
spondentM37.1%) felt that all Institutions should offer developmental courses or 
services tAstudents requiring such assistance. A second group (17.5%) took a some- 
what narrower stance; these respondents believe that such services should be of- 
fered only to nontradltlonal students enrolled through special admissions programs. 
Another affirmative response group (19.6*) favored offering the services at community 
colleges. In total, 74.2% of the respondents favored offering the services as opposed 
to 16.1% who believed that students without the prerequisite skills should be . 
O 10 
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TABLE V 

FACULTY OPINIONS ON THE MAJOR REASONS FOR' THE BASIC SKILLS DECLINE 



Reasons for Skills Decline 



Number of 
Responses 



Inadequate student preparation 
In the basic skills by the 
schools . 

De-emphasis on basic skills 
mastery by modem society 

Negative effect of overindul- 
gence 1n television viewing 

Teachers lacking personal com- 
petence in the basic skills 

Poor professional training of 
elementary and secondary 
school teachers 

Desire by today's students for 
Immediate self-gratification 

Grade Inflation at high school 
level 

Greater number-of nontradltlon- 
al students entering higher 
education 

Lack of parental/societal sup- 
port for education 

Lack of provision of content field 
preparation 1n high school cur- 
riculum 

Depersonel Nation of the 
educational system 

Deterioration of the family 

Societal upheavals during the 
1960 's and 1970' s 

Excess Federal/State Involvement 
In education 

Other 



Percentages of Percentage of 

Faculty Selecting the TotaJ Number 

this Response of Responses 
In « 162 ) (iT^93) 



86 

48 

<3 
33 

32 

29 
28 
25 

24 

21 

16 

14 
10 



19 



53.1% 
29.6 
20.4 
19.8 

17.9 
17.3 
15.4 

14.8 

13.0 

09.9. 

08.8 
06.2 

03.1 

01.9 
11.8 



-21.9% 
12.2 
08.4 
08.1 

07.4 
07.1 
06.4 



06.1 
05.3 

04.1 

03.6 
02.5 

01.3 

00.8 

04.8 
100.0 
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exclude* fro. col lege. Another 9. » of the respondents to this It. offend mte 
specific suggestions; however, for the m t pert these were ,f(in».t1,e responses. 
A saaple of these responses 1s given below: 3 

University or if th V must first ^^^S^f* 

? 2fl1?S?JiT* Sel6Ct1Ve 1 " a<ta1 " 1 °" s - *» «nt1,«. to offer 
Q"" 10 " 5 -" Ho " "■W credits of basic skills development 

course work should a student be peraritted to count 
towards a degree objective? 
The majority sentiment expressed by the respondents Is for not granting 
credits toward graduation for basic skills course woric. Of the 149 valid responses to 
the Item, 58.4* of the respondents took this stand. On the other hand, 41.6J of the 
respects favored the granting of credit to some degree. As Table VI demonstrates, 
the respondents who favor the granting of credit were not In agreement as to the nu *er 
of credits which should be pemltted to count towards a college degree. The largest 
minority opinion favpred granting credits based upon the Individual needs of each 
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TABLE VI 



FACULTY OPINIONS ON GRANTING CREDIT FOR DEVELOPMENTAL COURSES 



Credit ODtlon 


Number of 

Resnonses 
(n=149) 


Percentages 

ur 

Respondents 


No credits 


87 


58.3% 


1-3 credits 


13 


08.7 


4-6 credits 


15 


10.1 


7-9 credits 


5 


03.4 


10-12 credits 


5 


03.4 


13-15 credits 


2 


01.3 


Based on student need 


2] 


14.1 


As many credits 






as desired 


1 


00.7 






100.0 



Question 6. When you- encounter a student who Is deficient in the basic 
skills, what 1s your usual practice? Check each response 
that applies. 

When most of the respondents (62.3%) encounter a student who 1s deficient 1n 
the bas^c skills, they refer him or her to a learning assistance program such as the 
Writing Workshop or the Learning Skills Center. Another common response to this situation 
Is to recommend that the student enroll 1n basic skills courses such as those offered 
In writing by the English department or 1n reading by the Language Communications pro- 
gram (47.5%). Yet, 1t 1s noted that only a minority (13.6%) of the respondents 
follow up their recommendations by contacting the student's advisor. 

Nearly a quarter of the respondents stated that they tutor students to some 
extent. The extent of these tutoring activities 1s dependent upon the subject matter, 
the time requirements and the severity of the problem. A lesser number refer the 
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student to a graduate student for assistance or assist the pupil In finding a 
private tutor.. 

H S1nk-or-swim" attitudes were also reported. Roughly 20 percent of the re- 
spondents favored encouraging the student to attain those levels of competency that 
are commensurate with his untutored ability. They would permit the student to dis- 
cover that he or she may not be able to succeed with study at the level of the par- 
ticular course. Nearly as many respondents noted that they would advise the pupil 
to drop out of a course If it were truly beyond the student's ability. 

Approximately 14 percent of the 162 respondents noted that they overlook the 
student's basic skills deficiency as long as the subject matter 1s mastered. One 
respondent conmented that this action would be taken In regard to some courses but 
not for other courses that he teaches. Table VII summarizes the responses to this item. 
Question 7 . A. Have you adopted -any of the following actions In 
i response to students' decline 1n basic skills? 
B. Using the preceding 11st of actions, please note 
each of them which you would recommend to a new 
colleague who 1s encountering the problem for the 
first time. 

The responses to both sections of this question are being considered together. 
The faculty action that appears to be the most widely practiced to offset skills de- 
ficiencies 1s the expansion of discussion and questioning activities In their Intro- 
ductory classes (42%). faculty respondents (35.8%) would also reconmend this 
strategy to a new colleague 1n their respective departments. Sizeable groups of 
respondents have adopted other practices: (V) 25.9% have Increased the utiliza- 
tion of audio-visual materials, (2) 22.8% have lowered the level of the course re- 
quirements, (3) 21.6% have assigned major class texts that are written at simplified 
readability levels, and (4) 21.6% have assigned supplementary class materials that ex- 
plain the course content 1n simpler terms. Thus 1n fact, five of the six most frequently 

O 14 
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IABLE VII 

. FACULTY ACTIONS UPON ENCOUNTERING 
STUDENTS WITH BASIC SKILLS PROBLEMS 



Practices 



Number of 
Responses 



Refer the student to a learning 
assistance program (e.g. Student 
Learning Center, Writing Workshop, 
Peer Tutoring Program) 101 

Recommend that the student enroll 

1n a basic skills course 77 

Actively tutor the student 39 

Encourage the student to do what 
he can and let him discover that 
he cannot succeed in study 
at, this level 

Advise the student to drop 
the course 

Overlook the student's basic 
skill deficiency as long as he 
seems, to' understand the subject 
.matter in the course 

Contact the. student's advisor 
or counselor" 

Refer the tudent to a graduate 
student for assistance 

Find the student a private 
tutor 



35 
34 

27 
22 
13 
12 



Percentages of 
Faculty Selecting 
this Response 
(n-162) 



62.3% 

47.5 
24.1 



21.6 
21.0 



16.7 
13.6 
08.0 
07.5 



Percentage of 
the Total Number 
of Responses 
[n»360) 



28.2% 



21.4 
10.8 



09.7 
09.4 



07.5 

06.1 

03.6 

03.3 
100.0 
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noted current activities are traditional Instructional practices. 

Activities which are carried out less frequently, those that are more in- 
novative, Include: simulation/gaming techniques (11.7%), case study techniques 
(09.3%), field-based experiences and Internships (08%), computer- ass 1s ted in- 
struction (03.7%) and the Personalized System of Instruction (03.7%). Although 
such methods are limited to classes of a specific nature, these responses may 
point toward possible topics for faculty development activities. 

As Table VIII demonstrates, the faculty members would not always recommend that 
junior faculty adopt their own current teaching practices. As an example, 22.8% 
of the respondents stated that they lowered the level of the course requirements to 
meet the achievement levels of undergraduate students, yet only 11.7% would recommend 
this practice to. a colleague. Another response Involving lowered academic demands, 
the reduction 1n written assignments, also 1s practiced (21%) more than recommended 
(10.5%). with regard to, the latter, several people stated that they are now assign-, 
1ng a greater amount of class work which demands writing with provisions for re- 
writing. Of course, several of these mentioned a need for assistance 1n evaluation 
of such work. 

On the other hand, there are several practices which are recommended more 
often than they are used. Examples of these responses Include: (1) assigning 
supplementary class materials that explain the class material 1n simpler terms, 
(2) developing small group study sessions, (3) arranging for the library or the 
student learning center to provide course-related academic support services. Since 
these activities are currently supported by a number of faculty members 1t might be 
Inferred that others are noticing the results and considering the Incorporation of 
such strategies Into their own classes. Therefore, it might be of value for a com- 
mittee of faculty members, faculty development personnel, and basic skills 
coordinators to jointly develop a set of guidelines for developing and using such 
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TABLE VIII 

FACULTY TEACHING: PRACTICES AND RECORDATIONS 



Instructional Activities 



Expanded the role of discussion 
and questioning 1n class 

Increased utilization of audio- 
visual materials 

Lowered the level of course 
requirements to meet the 
achievement levels of entering 
undergraduate students 

Assigned supplementary class 
materials that explain the 
course content In simpler terms 

-Assigned major cUss texts 
which are wrlttelfat simpli- 
fied readability levels 

Reduced written assignments 
depending upon students basic 
skills competencies (i.e., 
term papers, essay tests, lengthy 
reading assignments) 

Maintained usual Instructional 
techniques while giving a 
larger proportion of low 
grades 

Developed small group study 
sessions 



. Adopted Practi ces 

Percentages of Percentage of 
Faculty Selecting the Total Number 
this Response of Responses 
(n=162) ( n =419) 



42.0% 



25.9 



22.8 



21.6 



21.6 



21.0 



17.3 
16.0 



16. 2% 



10.0 



08.8 



08.4 



08.4 



08.1 



06.7 
06.2 



Practices Reconrnended for New Faculty 
Percentages of Percentage of 

Faculty Selecting the total Number 
this Response of Responses 

(n=162) ( n =419) 



35.8% 



25.9 



11.7 



28.4 



19.8 



10.5 



14.8 
22.8 



14.2% 



10.2 



04.6 



11.2 



07.8 



04.2 



05.9 
09.0 



Arranged for the campus media 
center, the library or the 
student learning center to 
provide course-related 
, academic support services 13.6 

Employed simulation/gaming 

techniques 1n teaching 11.7 

Used case study teaching 

techniques 09 3 

Adopted a model of conpetency- 

based education 08.6 

Utilized field experiences 
and Internships to teach 
concepts through first- 
hand experience 08.0 

Utilized computer-assisted 

Instruction 03. 7 

Adopted a Personalized 

System of Instruction (P.S.I.) 

or a contract learning system 03.7 

Other 11<7 
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05.3 
04.5 
03.5 
03.3 

03.1 
01.4 

01.4 

04.5 
100.0 



19.1 
10.5 
09.3 
11.1 

06.8 
07.4 

07.4 
11.7 



07.6 
04.1 
03.7 
04.4 

02.7 
02.9 

02.9 

04.6 
100.0 
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supportive systems. 

Several respondents described other actions that they utilize In meeting 
the problems the students face. One respondent noted that Incomplete grades 
can be used to allow students extra time to master the material. Another' sup- 
plies students with lists of Important terms and concepts. Ard, as might be ex- 
pected, a number simply grade on the curve, falling some students In each class. 

Q uest1on 8 - Would use In your Introductory courses a text that 
Integrated traditional course content with learning 
aids that benefit undergraduates with deficient basic 
skills? Please check the appropriate responses. 
Just under half of the respondents (44.5%) would consider assigning a text 
which integrates traditional course content with learning aids to benefit students 
with deficient skills. An additional 14.6% would definitely assign such a text. 
Only a small minority of respondents (6.6%) stated that they currently assign such 
a text. An examination of these text titles shows that they span traditional 
college curriculum. The remaining 33.6% of the respondents would not assign a 
specialized text of this nature. 

Question 9. Would you assign for your Introductory course an extra 
study skills textbook that tearhes undergraduates the 
specific reading, writing and study skills required for 
successful mastery of the subject matter of youi discipline? 
Please check the appropriate boxes. 
The majority of the respondents favored assigning a study skills textbook that 
teaches undergraduates the specific reading, writing and study skills required for 
the successful mastery of the subject matter 1n a specific discipline. As Table IX 
indicates, the degree to which this recommendation is espoused varies on two counts: 
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(1) whether a text 1s required or optional, and (2) whether the respondent chose 
an affirmative or negative response. 

Only five cf the respondents currently assign such a text to all their 
students and six of the respondents 11st one as an optional text. A second af- 
firmative option allowed respondents to note that they would assign such a text 
If 1t were well-written. Twelve (21. 8%) of them would require that all of the 
students In the class buy such a text, while thirty- two faculty members (30. 8S) 
would 11st the book as an optional text. 

Another group of the respondents felt that only students with basic skills 
deficiencies would benefit from working with a discipline-specific study skills 
text. Thirteen (23.6%) faculty members would assign a text to these students 
while a larger number (47.1%) would recommend such material as an optional text 
or workbook. 

Only a minority of the total number of respondents would not consider assign- 
ing or recommending a discipline-specific study skills text to any students 1n their 
Introductory courses. Twenty-five faculty members (45.5%) noted that they would not 
assign this type of text regularly, and seventeen (16.3%) would not recommend one 
even as an optional text. 

These figures Imply that there 1s a "markot", at least at P1tt, for discipline- 
specific study skills materials that assist students 1n mastering the content of 
Introductory courses. It might be of value for the various departments around 
campus that offer Introductory course work to develop either reference lists of 
currently available materials or discipline-specific study skills guides for the 
undergraduates. Such undertakings might be funded by faculty development grants. 
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TABLE IX 

fACULTY WILLINGNESS TO ASSIGN 
A DISCIPLINE SPECIFIC STUDY SKILLS TEXT 



Responses 



Percentages of 
Respondents Who 
Would Assign a 
Required Text 
(n « 55) 



1. Yes, I currently assign 
such a text to my Intro- 
ductory course. 

2. Yesv If the text was well 
written I would assign 1t to 
my Introductory courses. 

3. No, but I would recommend 
such a text to students 
with low levels of basic 
skills. 

4. No. I wouldn't assign 
such a text to my Intro- 
ductory classes. 



09.i 



21.8 
(12) 



23.6 
(13) 



45.5 
(25) 



Percentages of 
Respondents Who 
Would Assign an 
Optional Text 
(n » 104) 



05.8% 
(6) 



30.8 
(32) 



47.1 
(49) 



16.3 
(17) 



Question 10. When an Institution of higher education accepts tuition 
from a newly admitted undergraduate student, does 
that Institution: 

A) Incur the moral obligation to provide educational 
experience at that student's achievement levels? 

B) enter Into a contractual agreement by which the 
Institution should provide the student with 
educational experiences at the student's achievement 
levels? 

C) promise the student an opportunity to learn as much as 
he/she can through Interaction with faculty members and 
students as well as through the utilization of additional 
campus resources such as academic support services, 
library facilities, etc. 

D) other 
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Unequivocally (response level of 76.1%) It was believed that a student is 
promised an opportunity to learn as much as he/she can through Interaction 
with faculty members and students as well as through the utilization of additional 
campus resources such as academic support services, library facilities, etc. This 
opinion 1s opposed to the Institution having either a moral (06%) or contractual 
(06.7%) obligation to provide the students with educational experiences at their 
achievement levels. Faculty believe that students themselves are primarily re- 
sponsible for succeeding 1n their own education. A number of faculty members (11.2%) 
provided specific comments on this Item. A 11st of their responses Includes the 
following opinions: 
The Institution Incurs an obligation: 

"to provide a good analysis of entrant's probability 
of learning 1n this environment," 

"to provide alternative career/vocational choices 
and to counsel those who do not progress 1n acadenria," 

"to promise the students an opportunity to learn and help them 
in overcoming skills problems, but the student must provide 
motivation and effort," K 

"to provide an opportunity to learn at accepted University 
levels . 

Questions 11 through 17 . 

Questions eleven through seventeen requested that the members of the sample pro- 
vide Information about their backgrounds as instructors. Of Interest to the in- 
vestigators were: 1) the types of Institutions where respondents 

have served, 

2) the number of years they have been teaching, 

3) the class levels they have taught, 

4 the current academic ranks of the respondents, and 
5; the departments and schools represented by the 
respondents. 

The data from each of seven questions were presented 1n the description of the re- 
spondents which preceded the report of the data. 
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Question 18a. If your college/ university were to Institute an 
Inservlce program In which faculty members could 
share effective techniques for teaching under- 
graduates who are deficient In basic skills, would 
you be willing to participate? 
Of the faculty members responding to the questionnaires. 51.4% wou\d be will- 
ing to participate, and 47.3% would prefer not to participate In such a faculty 
development program. Assistant professors and Instructors were more resistant to 
this type of program than the other academic rankings. This situation may be ex- 
plained in part by the time pressures put on nontenured faculty to publish and con- 
duct research. 

Question 18b. Please check the three types of programs that would be of the 
greatest Interest to you. 
Although no single program generated an overwhelming amount of Interest, those 
programs g. .eratlng the greatest Interest were: formal mini-courses (32.9*), a 
symposium (22.8s), cooperative departmental curriculum development activities (22.*). 
and Informal workshops (21.6%). A lesser number of faculty expressed an Interest In 
attending conferences on the topic (181) or an Interest In receiving Individual assis- 
tance In developing teaching techniques and services (17.4%). It was not sur- 
prising to find that only a limited number of respondents (10.6%) favored new faculty 
orientation sessions since these have a rather narrow audience. Those types of 
programs which generate the least Interest Include: formal courses offered for 
advanced graduate credit (9.9%), Individual reading of topical materials distributed 
by consultants (9.9%), opportunities to conduct research on Instructional methods and 
devices (9.9%). and Intervlsltatlon activities with other programs (7.5%). 
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TABLE X 

FACULTY PREFERENCES FOR 
DEVELOPMENT SESSIONS ABOUT BASIC SKILLS INSTRUCTION 



Number of 

Programs Responses 



Formal mini-courses utilizing 
lectures, discussions, 
demonstrations, etc. 53 

A symposium Including pro-. 

fessors and guest speakers 37 

Cooperative departmental cur- 
riculum development activities 37 

Informal workshops utilizing 

buzz sessions, brainstorming, 

role playing, etc. 35 

Institutional support to attend 

conferences pertaining to the 

topic 29 

Individual consultation services 
to help In developing Instruc- 
tional techniques and devices 28 

New faculty orientation sessions 17 

Opportunities to conduct research 

on Instructional methods and 

devices . 16 

Formal courses offered for 

advanced graduate credit 16 

Individual reading of topical 

•materials distributed by a 

consultant 16 

Intervls 1tat1on activities with 

other programs or Institutions 12 

Other 6 



Percentages of 
Faculty Selecting 
this Response 
[n=16T 



32.9% 

22.8 

22.8 

21.6 

18.0 

17.4 
10.6 

09.9 
09.9 

09.9 

07.5 
03.7 



Percentage of 
the Total Number 
of Responses 

[n-302] 



17.6% 

12,2 

12.2 

11.6 

09.6 

09.3 
05.6 

05.3 
05.3 

05.3 

* 

04.0 
02.0 
100.0 
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At the close of the questionnaire, the respondents were asked to provide ad- 
ditional conments about either thelsurvey or the basic skills levels of under- 
graduates. Th1ity-*o respondents Wthe opportunity to 11st their comments. 
As would be expected from the faculty ofVlarge institution, a full range of comments, 
suggestions and observations were put forth. While It 1s not possible to list al] of 
them, some of the more thought-provoking comments are listed: 

f „ u u * l l select students who have selected skills, then we need 

eff6Ct1Vely C0PS WUh SUCh Students ' * > S5.r^2 of faculty 

be there The !!22S! r 2 < Un1 ? e ^i t1es badly weake "ed by students that should not 
for thS> y Callforn1a ^ to have special schools at a lower level 

comp, spelling and math are constant problems." ™ io years English 

c,.h««i / a J* " Perhap f un1vers1 ty faculty should effectively communicate with h1ah 

, ^ , 5 * " The arts have 1,66,1 utilized as hobby and theraDv in our et\nr»+inn»i 

poor spelling 7 :''"" 051 eXamS are appal11n 9 ! Poor 9rarmiar, poor penmanship, 

Wd to be ctallllM! SgSfSS.*"* t0W4rd " s1m » 1 W Students 

* . . ?• "M 0 ^ important questions are not really addressed here. 1) Motivation - 

now can we fight a society that accepts Illiteracy?" 

, f . . . J 0 - ? Your surve y completely omitted the consideration of basic skills Drob- 
lems which foreign students bring to classes with their American classmates " ° 

aren't tiuahl't^XiSJ 996 ?! P™""** 1 ? 1 encounter 1s that students In high schools 
- „ aren t taught to think. The students always want a specific example which to emulate." 

Hnh* ^nhl?* " T !T 900d teach ! r 1s 900d with any group of students - the amateurs, 
light-weights, and pompous professorial types are the real failures in education." 
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The iJ J U ?i S T 6y addre " es sk1lls ley els of entering undergraduates. 
The same lack of skills 1s very evident with entering graduate students from 
many colleges here. and elsewhere." »w««nw rrum 

4 * . J 4 * " Many of ^ students have told me that I .am their first university 
Instructor who corrected/edited their written work. At first I doubted it As 
inHM. PaSS ? d ' \ n °t I^T 1t * 1 college teachers who assign written 

work " t6a( * baSlC Sk1llS by correct1n 9 and ed ? t1n 9 students' 

Such comments and suggestions point toward numerous possibilities for research, 
curriculum development, Interdisciplinary cooperation and assistance, and outreach 
activities. In the long run this survey has raised as many questions as 1t has pro- 
vided answers. The preceding comments serve as evidence. 

J 
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Summary: In March of 1981 a questionnaire on the basic academic skill levels 
of undergraduate students was mailed to 475 faculty members who teach under- 
graduate courses at the University of Pittsburgh. Of the 184 returned, 162 were 
complete enough to be tabulated and analyzed. More than half of the respondents 
felt that during the last ten years student competencies 1n skills had decreased, the 
greatest losses being In writing ability, spelling, and reading. They said their 
opinions were based on their personal observations (77.6%) as well as on dis- 
cussions with other professionals (59. 2%). 

Approximately 53% of these faculty members blamed Inadequate skills develop- 
ment on poor high school preparation, while nearly a third felt 1t was a re- 
flection of change 1n the values of American society. 

Approximately 74% of faculty members felt that colleges and universities 
should offer some type of corrective service to Improve student skills, while only 
about 16% felt that students who did not have prerequisite skills should be ex- 
cluded from higher education. More than a third of the "positive" respondents 
felt that all colleges and universities should offer corrective services, and 
smaller numbers felt such services should be provided only 1n special admission 
programs or through community colleges. Approximately 42% favored the granting 
of credits for corrective courses, while 58% were dpposed. 

When these professors encounter students who have skills problems, about 62% 
refer them to services such as the Writing Workshop or the Learning Skills Center, 
and about 47% refer them to courses like those 1n writing offered by the English 
Department and/or courses 1n reading offered by the Language Communications Program. 
Usually they do not have an opportunity to follow up on how well the students suc- 
ceed 1n these situations. 
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About one-fourth of the faculty members mentioned that they do some Individual 
tutoring of students. In contrast, about one- fifth prefer simply to let a student 
discover that he 1s attempting to perform beyond his ability. 

More than forty percent of respondents have Increased the amount of discussion 
and questioning with today's students, and a fourth have Increased their use of 
audio-visual devices and other Interesting techniques. About one-fifth of the 
faculty have assigned textbooks or supplementary materials that are written more 
simply than previously, while 22.8% say that they have had to lower the level of 
the requirements for their courses. 

More than half of the respondents are Interested in finding textbooks that 
Incorporate more learning aids with traditional course content, and the majority 
favor using a study skills text to teach specific reading, writing, and study 
skills required for mastery of the content of their discipline. Five use such 
materials now. 

Although, as noted above, faculty members are willing to help students over- 
come their skills- problems, only about 7 percent feel that the university has 
a moral or contractual obligation to guarantee success for every student. The 
majority (76. IX) believe that the student, being primarily responsible for his own 
success, 1s promised an opportunity to learn by utilizing the faculty and all 
other resources at the university. 

If the university were to offer an In-service education program to help 
facjlty 1n working effectively with students who have Inadequate skills, about 
51*a of the respondents would be Interested, and about 47« would not. For those 
who are Interested, the preferred types of programs would be formal m1n1-courses, 
symposia, departmental curriculum development activities, or Informal workshops. 

It seems apparent that many faculty members are very much concerned about the 
levels of student competencies 1n basic skills, and a large proportion are Interested 
fn a variety of ways to bring about Improvements. 
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This survey was undertaken by the following faculty members and 
graduate students at the University of Pittsburgh: 



Harry W. Sartain 
Project Co-Director 
Professor of Education 



Robert J. Nossen 
Associate Provost 
Professor of Education 



Project Co-Director 
Assistant Professor 
of Psychology 



Lloyd Bond 



Norman A. Stahl 
Re- arch Associate 
Language Communications 



Lathrop Haynes 
Research Consultant 
Office of Measurement 



David Stein 
Teaching Fellow 
Speech Clinic 



and Evaluation 



The Languages of the Disciplines Project is sponsored by the University 
of Pittsburgh and the Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education. 
A description of the goals and objectives of the project may be found by 
consulting this booklet: Sartain, Harry W. Teaching - Learning: Language of 
the Discipjjnes , 1931. ( ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. FD 207-059, 
27p.) 
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